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 Against the Grain
The Das Mag brand and Lize Spit’s The Melting (2016)
Roel Smeets
Abstract
By contesting what they see as the norms and values of the literary f ield, 
‘mavericks’ such as Das Mag run the risk of being neglected or excluded. 
This contribution explores how this self-branding process takes place in 
the context of Lize Spit’s bestselling debut The Melting (2016). Key to the 
Das Mag brand are anti-conventional, ironic, and democratic rhetorical 
devices. This chapter examines how Spit conforms to or deviates from 
this brand, as well as how other actors in the literary f ield respond to this. 
This contribution demonstrates how Das Mag’s self-proclaimed maverick 
position does not lead to an expulsion from the literary f ield but on the 
contrary sees the Das Mag brand flourishing.
Keywords: self-branding, posture analysis, Das Mag, Lize Spit, The Melting
Introduction
Since its foundation in 2011, Das Mag has rapidly established itself as a brand 
in the Dutch literary f ield. Starting out under the header of the crowdfunded 
literary magazine Das Magazin (2011-2018),1 they gradually developed into 
a diverse business conglomerate, organizing literary festivals, book clubs, 
and creative writings camps. In 2015, publishing house Das Mag Publishers 
1 Crowdfunding is an alternative, quickly growing way of acquiring a starting capital for 
f inancing a project. There is no mediation by a third party such as a bank; the public invests 
directly in the project. In exchange for their f inancial contribution, investors commonly receive 
a compensation in proportion to the size of their investment (e.g. the f irst edition of the journal 
or a meet and greet with the editors).
Helleke van den Braber, Jeroen Dera, Jos Joosten, and Maarten Steenmeijer (eds), Branding Books 
Across the Ages: Strategies and Key Concepts in Literary Branding. Amsterdam, Amsterdam 
University Press 2021
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was kickstarted through a second successful crowdfunding campaign.2 
Although their second published author was relatively unknown to the 
public,3 Lize Spit’s debut novel instantly became an international success. 
Over 250,000 copies of The Melting (2016) were sold in less than three years, 
it was translated into ten languages, the movie rights were sold, it was 
shortlisted for the Libris Prize 2017, and Spit received the Bronzen Uil Prize 
2017 for best Dutch debut. These achievements, however, are not solely due 
to the quality of Spit’s writing. The prosperity of the Das Mag brand appears 
to have influenced her success up to a considerable extent.
From the beginning onwards, Das Mag has been presenting itself as an 
anti-conventional platform for literature, a fresh alternative to the dusty old 
gatekeepers of the literary f ield. In 2011, the fundamental idea for literary 
magazine Das Magazin was presented on crowdfunding platform Voordekunst:
Completely against the economic climate, as Keynes would have wanted 
it, the launch of a new literary magazine: Das Magazin. We don’t care 
about the government and the crisis, we will sell our magazine ourselves. 
[…] You shall make this happen.4
Three things stand out in this statement: (1) an anti-conventional stance 
voiced through a do-it-yourself attitude (‘we will sell our magazine our-
selves’), (2) an ironic undertone (‘as Keynes would have wanted it’), and (3) an 
explicit democratic appeal to the public (‘You shall make this happen’). Over 
the years following their crowdfunding campaign, these anti-conventional, 
ironic, and democratic rhetorical devices would continue to play a key role 
in Das Mag’s self-representation.
2 Das Mag calls it ‘one of the most successful literary crowdfunding campaigns worldwide’, 
as 3000 so called ‘co-founders’ together raised almost €200,000. (Donk 2016: last accessed 
11 April 2018). On top of the money raised by these co-founders, an unknown amount was 
invested by famous Dutch shareholders such as author Arnon Grunberg and TV personalities 
Arie Boomsma and Arjen Lubach (Jansen).
3 The f irst three books published by Das Mag are (in chronological order) Maartje Wortel’s 
Er moet iets gebeuren (2015), Lize Spit’s Het smelt (2016), and Walter van den Berg’s Schuld (2016).
4 ‘Volledig tegen de conjunctuur in, zoals Keynes het zou willen, de oprichting van een nieuw 
literair tijdschrift: Das Magazin. Het kabinet en de crisis kunnen ons wat, wij verkopen ons 
tijdschrift zelf wel. Het nulnummer, met als thema ‘De Mislukking’, verschijnt in een gelimiteerde 
oplage van 250 exemplaren en is exclusief verkrijgbaar via voordekunst. Jan Jaap van der Wal, 
Pepijn ‘Faberyayo’ Lanen, Daan Heerma van Voss ea. verzorgen de inhoud. Studio Vruchtvlees 
zorgt dat het er goed uitziet. Jij zorgt dat het wordt gedrukt’ https://www.voordekunst.nl/
projecten/69-das-magazin [accessed 22 March 2018]. All Dutch has been translated into English 
by the author of this article.
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Three years after the launch of the magazine, the f irst academic study on 
Das Mag was published in a special issue of Spiegel der Letteren on Dutch 
literary fan culture (2014). In their contribution, Thomas Vaessens and Lara 
Delissen argue that Das Mag creates an online literary community by actively 
responding to the fan culture of present-day readers. Next to Das Mag’s direct 
appeal to the crowd, the authors highlight its anti-conventional position in 
the literary f ield. Since the nineteenth century, literary magazines used to 
represent specific, opposing visions on the content of literature. Das Magazin 
broke with this convention; their aim was to f ind a potential market gap 
and not to represent an innovative literary-artistic vision (Vaessens and 
Delissen 2014: 404).
Das Mag has repeatedly been framed by journalists as a platform of 
and for young people. Founders Toine Donk and Daniël van der Meer said 
that it was ‘a shame that we are still viewed as young and hip after seven 
years’ (De Veen 2018).5 One of the reasons why Das Mag continues to 
be framed like this is that they operate in relatively divergent ways. This 
pertains to Howard Becker’s notion of ‘mavericks’: people ‘who have been 
part of the conventional art world of their time, place and medium but 
found it unacceptably constraining’ (Becker 1982: 233). Mavericks openly 
contest conventions of art worlds, while actively searching for new audiences 
(236). Their innovative spirit makes them vulnerable for ‘hostile reception’ 
by their peers (233).6 Das Mag explicitly questions the status quo of the 
literary domain, not only through their anti-convention rhetoric but also by 
distorting the traditional triangle between publisher, author, and audience.
Traditionally, publishers target their audiences by branding the work 
of their authors (Childress 2017). Das Mag targets the public also directly 
by organizing festivals and book clubs for their readers, as well as by using 
democratic rhetoric. All these activities combine to shape the Das Mag brand 
that surrounds the promotion of its authors. In the case of Spit’s debut novel 
The Melting, this results in a situation where readers were already familiar 
5 ‘Ja, dat we na zeven jaar nog steeds als jong en hip gezien worden, is een schande’ (De Veen 
2018).
6 Becker applies the notion of mavericks specif ically to artists, but it can be applied to all 
actors that are active in an art world. The following quote summarizes the position of mavericks 
in an art world: ‘Not surprisingly, mavericks get a hostile reception when they present their 
innovations to other art world members. Because it violates some of the art world’s conventions 
in a blatant way, the work suggests to others that they will have trouble cooperating with its 
maker; its blatant disregard of established practice suggests that the person who made it either 
doesn’t know what is right or doesn’t care to do what is right (the same reasoning leads people 
to overreact to allegedly deviant activities in other areas of lie [cf. Becker, 1963])’ (Becker 1982: 
233-234).
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with Das Mag before they became acquainted with the author. ‘The Das Mag 
brand’ therefore preceded ‘the Lize Spit brand’, which was, for example, not 
the case for a Das Mag author such as Maartje Wortel who already had a 
brand she had established through previous works.
In this contribution, the self-branding of Das Mag will be explored through 
a case study of the production and reception of Lize Spit’s The Melting, 
the second book Das Mag published. In order to do so, the interrelations 
between the postures of Das Mag and Spit surrounding The Melting will 
be considered, as well as how images that others in the Dutch literary f ield 
create of both Das Mag and Spit’s novel tie in to those postures. To what 
extent does Das Mag’s self-branding as seemingly anti-conventional, ironic, 
and democratic lead to either acceptance or resistance on the part of their 
author Lize Spit, as well as book reviewers, journalists, other publishers, 
and readers? By answering this question, this chapter reconstructs how the 
Das Mag brand was able to flourish despite resistance of some of the main 
representatives of the literary establishment.
Conceptualizing self-branding
According to Clayton Childress (2017), books travel through three interlinked 
f ields of creation, production, and reception. In Childress’ theoretical 
scheme, different actors are dominant in each separate f ield. Naturally, 
the author is the dominant actor in the f ield of creation (where the artwork 
is made). Literary agents and acquisition editors oscillate between the 
f ield of creation and the f ield of production (where business takes place). 
As such, the agents and the editors are able to go back and forth between 
both of these f ields: they are in a position to direct the author in a certain 
direction so that the book as an artwork f its the publisher’s demands. For 
the publisher, in the f ield of production, the book as a work of art becomes a 
commercial product. In turn, this product will be evaluated by book review-
ers on aesthetic grounds and by booksellers predominantly on commercial 
grounds, a process through which the symbolic and economic ‘meaning’ of 
the book is generated. In order to influence this meaning making process, 
the marketing staff and the f ields reps of the publishing house can adopt 
a wide range of strategies.
A convenient way to study these strategies is by adopting a posture-
analytical methodological framework. Taking Meizoz’s work as a point 
of departure (Meizoz 2007; Meizoz 2010) on the concept of posture, this 
chapter will consider how Das Mag’s branding strategies are met with 
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either acceptance or resistance by Lize Spit, book reviewers, journalists, 
other publishers, and readers. In the context of The Melting, the following 
conceptual layers are distinguishable, all of which take place in the f ield 
of reception:
1 The posture that Das Mag creates;
2 The posture that Lize Spit creates;
3 The images that book reviewers, journalists, fellow publishers, and the 
audience create of Lize Spit;
4 The images that book reviewers, journalists, fellow publishers, and the 
audience create of Das Mag.
First, it is insightful to see how the f irst two layers interact. How does Lize 
Spit conform to or deviate from the Das Mag posture? In the f ield of produc-
tion, The Melting has become a commercial product construed by marketing 
employees and booksellers. In the f ield of reception, however, the product’s 
success relies on how often readers buy the book and how well it is reviewed. 
All of this is also dependent on the way Lize Spit presents herself to the 
readers and critics; an image of Spit is not only formed through the book’s 
content but also through the conception of the book’s author. In order for 
the Das Mag brand to thrive, the branded author should ideally conform to 
the values and norms it represents. Second, the relation between the f irst 
two layers and the third and fourth layer might yield insights into how Das 
Mag is able to survive as a successful brand. For the branding process to be 
fruitful, Das Mag’s and Spit’s postures have to be met with a certain amount 
of acceptance by actors in the f ield of reception, as they are determining 
factors in the process of symbolic and economic meaning making. If no 
one buys The Melting, the branding has failed in economic terms. If no 
one praises its artistic content, the branding has failed in symbolic terms.
Framed in this way, a variety of conditions have to be met in order for 
the branding process to be successful. Das Mag and Lize Spit ideally have to 
adopt the same line in their posturing and in a later stage both their postures 
have to be accepted to a certain extent by actors in the f ield of reception. 
This is a delicate issue: it only takes one hitch in Childress’s conceptual 
scheme for the branding process of Das Mag to start falling apart.
A posture consists of all (non-)discursive expressions of an actor in the 
literary f ield (Meizoz 2010). For an analysis of Das Mag’s and Lize Spit’s 
posturing surrounding The Melting, a convenient point of departure is 
to look at the paratexts accompanying its promotion, an approach that is 
similar to the study of Vaessens and Delissen (2014) on Das Mag’s community 
building. In what follows, Das Mag’s mission statements, blog posts, posts 
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on social media, and interviews are scrutinized to gain better insight into 
how Das Mag creates a brand. Traditionally, a publisher’s self-branding takes 
place equally in the f ield of production (towards booksellers) and in the 
f ield of reception (towards readers). Das Mag presents their brand directly 
to the readers in the f ield of reception and not primarily via their authors, 
as the Das Mag brand was already visible in its own right. It will therefore 
also be considered how Lize Spit conforms to or deviates from the brand in 
interviews. Finally, Das Mag’s and Spit’s postures will be compared with the 
images that book reviewers, journalists, fellow publishers, and the audience 
created of the Das Mag brand and Lize Spit.
Das Mag’s posture: creating the Das Mag brand
Democratic
As The Melting was among the f irst publications of Das Mag Publishers, its 
promotion was paralleled by the launch of the publishing house. Through 
a large-scale crowdfunding action, Das Mag searched for 3000 co-founders 
to contribute f inancially to their business. The fact that they label the 
crowdfunders ‘co-founder’ of their publishing house is signif icant in their 
self-branding process as it illustrates their use of democratic rhetoric: people 
are not just f inancial contributors but also part of the very foundation of 
their undertaking. This democratic undertone is apparent from Das Mag’s 
f irst entrance into the literary f ield when they stated that they are ‘not 
hindered by any knowledge of affairs’ (Donk 2016).7 The suggestion is 
that everyone is able to read, evaluate, and even publish literature, not only 
insiders of the literary elite. In doing so, Das Mag engages people from the 
field of reception in matters of publishing (situated in the field of production) 
that, traditionally, are not disclosed to them.
In a blogpost on their website in 2018, the Das Mag editorial team clari-
f ies why they decided to stop with the literary magazine and focus on the 
publishing house and their other activities. They call this ‘necessary’ for 
the following reasons:
Literature is less and less capable of seducing readers. This is not remark-
able. Nowadays, the possibilities for other forms of entertainment are 
endless. But oddly enough, readers send out different signals. Start talking 
7 ‘niet gehinderd door enige kennis van zaken’ (Donk 2016).
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about smartphones and the f irst you will hear is: I want to spend less 
time online. People want to read books.8 (Donk 2018; emphasis added)
They make it seem as if their own ambitions are subservient to the needs 
of the reading audience. Allegedly, Das Mag looks ahead not for their own 
good but for the good of the readers who would rather be seduced by a book 
than by their smartphones. This needs to change, and this is a task Das 
Mag feels obliged to carry out. A remarkable way of reasoning: they pulled 
the plug on a widely-read literary magazine because of a bigger ambition 
to serve the needs of the public, whose needs were already being served 
by that very literary magazine. The launch of Das Mag Publishers and the 
publication of The Melting is presented as a step in the right direction: 
‘Bigger steps: with The Melting we addressed more than a quarter million 
(!) readers’ (Donk 2018).9
More generally, what stands out in blog posts such as these are specif ic 
words with which the audience is referred to. Their message is closed off 
with ‘Bisous, dear readers’ (Donk 2018), and their subscribers are addressed 
as ‘our subscribers (❤!) – the backbone of our magazine’.10 Das Mag flirts 
with online culture by using a heart symbol followed by an exclamation 
mark – a rather informal way to address subscribers. Although it holds true 
for every magazine and publishing house that the people who buy their 
products are ‘the backbone’ of their undertaking, most publishers would 
call their authors their backbone. Das Mag stresses the importance of the 
reader for its success, a strategy which is also visible in the f ield of young 
adult literature (see the chapter by Linda Ackermans in this book). Not only 
is this apparent in their use of these rhetorical devices, but also through 
their organization of festivals and book clubs in which the readers can 
partake, all of which contributes to the creation of a literary community 
(Vaessens and Delissen 2014). This brings to mind the ways in which artists 
in the music industry express their gratitude to fans by giving something 
back, for instance a living room concert, a meet and greet, a song written 
for a fan, and so forth.
8 ‘De literatuur is steeds slechter in staat lezers te verleiden. Dat is niet gek. De mogelijkheden 
voor ander vermaak zijn tegenwoordig eindeloos. Maar vreemd genoeg geven die lezers zelf 
andere signalen. Begin over smartphones tegen iemand en het eerste wat je hoort is: ik wil er 
minder op zitten. Men wil boeken lezen.’ (Donk 2018)
9 ‘Grotere stappen: met Het smelt van Lize Spit vonden we meer dan een kwart miljoen (!) 
lezers’ (Donk 2018).
10 ‘Tot slot, een bericht aan onze abonnees (❤!) – de backbone van ons blad’ (Donk 2018).
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Anti-convention
These democratic rhetorical devices are closely related to the second pillar 
of Das Mag’s self-branding: their anti-convention rhetoric. From the start of 
literary magazine Das Magazin up until the present, they have presented 
themselves as opposed to conventions in Dutch literary publishing. Exem-
plary is a statement in the editorial of De Tien, the tenth, special edition of 
Das Magazin: ‘Literary magazines were reduced to frail f lowers – and the 
heating was turned off’ (Donk and Van der Meer 2014: 6).11 This might refer 
to both bad subsidy policies and to the unattractiveness of contemporary 
literary magazines. In those f irst years, they presented themselves as resist-
ant to contemporary practices of literary magazines in the Dutch language 
world. When they were interviewed in January 2018 about their reasons for 
giving up their successful magazine, publishers Donk and Van der Meer 
looked back on the landscape of Dutch literary magazines before 2011:
When we started in 2011, I worked in a bookshop where only males of 
sixty years plus bought literary magazines. Those magazines were also 
written by the same old people, who did not seem interested in finding a 
new audience. We made a case against that. We wanted to demonstrate 
that a young audience for literary magazines actually exists. As long as 
it is relevant, works with new writers, and looks fabulous.12 (De Veen 
2018; emphasis added)
This quote illustrates how their oppositional stance has nothing to do with 
a dissatisfaction with the content of literature (Vaessens and Delissen 2014); 
their main concern is how to f ind a gap in the market. Paradoxically, their 
self-proclaimed innovations in the publishing industry are not necessarily 
reflected in editorial choices to publish innovative books.
Going against the grain is a common thread in Das Mag’s self-branding 
strategy, which becomes even more apparent in the context of the launch 
of Das Mag Publishers. In the same interview they state: ‘More people 
11 ‘Literaire tijdschriften waren tot kasplantjes gereduceerd – en de verwarming was uitgezet’ 
(Donk and Van der Meer 2014).
12 ‘Toen we in 2011 begonnen werkte ik in een boekhandel, waar alleen mannen van zestigplus 
literaire tijdschriften kochten. Die werden dan ook nog volgeschreven door steeds dezelfde 
mensen, die niet geïnteresseerd leken in het vinden van een nieuw publiek. Daar gingen wij 
tegenin. Wij wilden laten zien dat er wel degelijk een jong publiek bestaat dat literaire tijdschriften 
wil lezen. Zolang het maar relevant is, met nieuwe schrijvers werkt en er fantastisch uitziet’ (De 
Veen 2018).
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in the world of books should ask themselves the question: isn’t it time to 
change direction?’ (De Veen 2018).13 In this statement, their self-proclaimed 
resistance towards conventions is not found somewhere between the lines 
but is rather explicitly formulated – things have to change. Their motto 
‘Less books, more attention’ directly attacks what they see as the status 
quo of Dutch publishing. Established publishers are implicitly accused of 
publishing too many books, a consequence of which is that their individual 
authors receive less attention (‘More books, less attention’). In a sense, Das 
Mag opts for a ‘fair trade’ publishing process in which all those involved 
benefit equally from the product. In the analogy with the fair trade food 
industry, the author here represents the hardworking farmer who is saved 
from being commercially exploited by a benefactor. Others, however, do not 
agree with this declared opposition between Das Mag’s fair-trade business 
model and other business models, and it indeed remains to be seen whether 
or not this is a fair representation of contemporary Dutch publishing (see 
the paragraph ‘Das Mag’s and Spit’s image’ in this chapter).
In an interview with PROFILE, Donk states that ‘[p]ublishing is more 
than throwing out a book. I believe that we have a method that is different 
and better than the traditional relation between publisher and author’ 
(PROFILE 2016).14 Further along in the same interview, Donk says that 
they are inspired by other publishing industries, such as the music industry, 
‘because the book industry is lagging behind’. This point is repeated by 
Van der Meer in an interview with Börsenblatt on the Frankfurter book 
fair, where he states that ‘[w]e have no idea about how it has been done 
the last forty years. […] We can question the status quo and the way other 
publishing houses, that have existed for many years, work’ (Börsenblatt 
2016). This brings back to mind their motto ‘not hindered by any knowledge 
of affairs’, with which they notoriously presented themselves as a magazine 
in 2011. Das Mag has repeatedly claimed that they question the status quo 
and that they go against conventions in the publishing world. They present 
themselves as a genuine alternative in the world of publishing, which is 
signif icantly highlighted by Donk’s use of the expression ‘normal publish-
ing house’ (PROFILE 2016) in the above-mentioned interview. Although 
one can be sceptical about this alleged opposition between ‘normal’ and 
‘alternative’ or ‘innovative’, Donk and Van der Meer repeatedly underscore 
13 ‘Meer mensen in de boekenwereld zouden zich de vraag moeten stellen: is het niet tijd om 
de koers te herzien?’ (De Veen 2018).
14 ‘Uitgeven is meer dan een boek eruit gooien. Ik geloof dat wij een werkwijze hanteren die 
anders én beter is dan de traditionele relatie tussen uitgever en schrijver’ (PROFILE 2016).
This content downloaded from 195.169.222.40 on Mon, 10 May 2021 13:53:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
344 roel sMeets 
the unconventional and non-traditional aspects of the Das Mag brand. 
Obviously, postulating such oppositions caters to the success of their brand: 
it sounds better to be alternative, innovative, and fair trade than traditional, 
conservative, and exploitative.
Irony
An ironical attitude towards the literary f ield is the third pillar of Das Mag’s 
self-branding. Das Mag uses a wide variety of playful elements to ironize the 
intellectualism and seriousness commonly associated with the creation and 
production of highbrow literature. This is exemplified by a series of Facebook 
posts on 8 October 2015 containing several photos in which the editorial 
team drinks a shot of Gold Strike with one of their contributing authors.15 
Gold Strike is also referred to in the announcement of Das Mag Festival 
2017: ‘All this over a shot of Gold Strike’.16 In an interview with Check Dit Ff, 
they asserted that this liqueur is ‘really gross’ but that it made things very 
pleasurable, which was a good reason for some authors to drop by ‘because 
here it is less serious than at their publishers’ (Anon 2014).17 Here, the Gold 
Strike liqueur symbolizes the YOLO (you-only-live-once) attitude that became 
popular in online youth culture as a reaction to the song ‘The Motto’ (2011) 
by American rapper Drake.18 By incorporating playful elements such as these 
in their self-presentation, Das Mag sends out the message that literature 
can be fun and does not have to be a serious, highbrow, elitist endeavour.
Furthermore, they tend to ironize responses of critics to their products. 
One way they do this is by sharing memes of reviewers’ quotes on social 
media. By appropriating online cultural phenomena they again try to con-
nect with a young audience. Mostly, these memes contain positive reactions 
to their books,19 but also negative reactions are posted as memes. When 
15 ht t ps://w w w.facebook .com/pg/d a sm agbook s/photos/?t ab=a lbu m&a lbu m _
id=192437920819100 [accessed 21 March 2018]. Gold Strike is a cinnamon-f lavoured liqueur 
containing gold snippets, with an alcohol content of 50 per cent by volume.
16 https://amsterdamsfondsvoordekunst.nl/en/over-afk/kalender/das-mag-festival/ [accessed 
27 March 2018].
17 ‘Echt ranzig spul. Maar het werd er wel gezellig van. Er kwamen zelfs nog een paar schrijvers 
langs om er eentje mee te drinken. Die komen hier overigens wel vaker, het is hier toch wat 
minder serieus dan bij hun uitgevers’ (Check Dit Ff 2014).
18 Incorporating elements from online culture is also a key feature of promotional strategies in 
the business of young adult literature in order to connect with young audiences (see the chapter 
by Linda Ackermans in this book).
19 For The Melting the meme only contains positive quotes, as the reception was almost entirely 
positive: https://www.instagram.com/p/BAw4LfdB-b1/?taken-by=dasmag [accessed 21 March 2018].
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their f irst published book, Maartje Wortel’s Er moet iets gebeuren (2015), was 
called ‘Thirteen stories for toddlers’ by prominent critic Arjan Peeters (de 
Volkskrant), Das Mag posted a meme on Instagram on which this quote was 
shown alongside other responses from critics.20 Obviously, Arjan Peeters’s 
criticism is made fun of and is not taken seriously. By ironizing his judgement, 
Das Mag tries to create a distance between the serious, intellectual practices 
of literary criticism and their own playful attitude. In a similar vein, an 
Instagram post on 31 January 2017 shows a picture of Lize Spit alongside 
the Barcelona football star Lionel Messi, informing the public that The 
Melting will be translated in Catalan.21 The suggestion here is that Spit is 
the Messi of literature, a hint that is recognized by an Instagram follower 
who responds with ‘Check out that superstar! Oh, and Messi is also in the 
picture’. The idea of Lize Spit as a potential canonical author is ironized via 
a reference to popular culture: although her name does not yet feature in 
literary histories, she is already associated with a ‘superstar’ such as Messi.
An early blogpost in which Das Mag Publishers is introduced illustrates 
all three pillars of Das Mag’s self-branding:
In de Volkskrant, we talked about how certain things in the world of 
publishing could be better. As a response to that, some publishers sent 
us pie (thanks, Mizzi!) or became co-founder (nice, Oscar!). But some 
other publishers thought we were vain (hi Vic!), avaricious (hey Joost!), or 
compared us with resentful hipsters and claimed we sell thin air. However, 
it is not clear to us what these people want to do for the author and the 
reader. Therefore, in short: what we do and what no other publisher does, 
and what you gain from it as a reader.22 (Donk 2015).
The irony is displayed by addressing their fellow publishers Vic van de Reijt 
(‘hi Vic!’) and Joost Nijsen (‘hey Joost!!’) in a quasi-comical, sarcastic way; 
Das Mag does not seriously respond to the criticism on their new publishing 
model but chooses to ridicule their opponents. Their anti-conventional 
stance is visible in their opposition towards established publishers such as 
20 https://www.instagram.com/p/-tTjRNh-Zr/?taken-by=dasmag [accessed 21 March 2018].
21 https://www.instagram.com/p/BP7MHV7D09Y/?taken-by=dasmag [ accessed 21 March 2018].
22 ‘In de Volkskrant schreven we hoe het boekenvak volgens ons beter kan. Als reactie stuurden 
sommige uitgevers ons taart (dank Mizzi!) of werden mede-oprichter (leuk Oscar!). Maar ook 
noemden andere uitgevers ons ijdel (hoi Vic!), gierig (hé Joost!) of werden we vergeleken met 
verbitterde hipsters en verkochten we ‘gebakken lucht’. Maar wat die laatste uitgevers nou willen 
doen voor de lezer en de schrijver, dat werd ons niet duidelijk. Daarom in het kort: wat wij doen 
wat geen enkele andere uitgever doet en wat jij daar als lezer aan hebt’ (Donk 2015).
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Van de Reijt and Nijsen. Finally, this short polemical passage ends with a 
democratic rhetoric in which they directly address the reader.
Lize Spit’s posture: endorsing the Das Mag brand
To what extent does Lize Spit’s self-representation conform to Das Mag’s self-
branding? Since the publication of her debut novel, she has been a frequent 
guest on talk shows and at literary events, and the press has reported on 
her work extensively. As her novel is semi-autobiographical, a signif icant 
portion of the questions are about how her own life relates to the book.
Whenever Spit speaks about her publishing house, few discrepancies with 
Das Mag’s posture are observable. Interviewers repeatedly ask about Das 
Mag’s publishing model of ‘Less books, more attention’, which she publicly 
endorses and praises. In an interview with NRC, Spit asserts that she speaks 
to her editor on a daily basis: ‘I had an editor who was exclusively occupied 
with my book, and I always got a reply within a few hours’ (Fortuin and 
Jaeger 2016).23 In an interview in Knack, she suggests that she gets all the 
space she needs from her publishing house, whereas ‘[s]ome authors [from 
other publishing houses; RS] are pressured by their publisher’ (Leen 2016).24 
Statements such as these support the wholehearted attention Das Mag 
claims to have for its authors.
In that same interview, she tells why she chose Das Mag over other 
publishers:
When Das Mag Publishers appeared on the radar, I was already talking 
to other publishers for two years without anything being written in black 
and white. I wanted to know what publishers would be willing to give. 
I wanted an advance that would enable me to write for a long period of 
time. One of the publishers wanted to do a pre-empt on my book, which 
means that other publishers could not offer me a contract, and all of a 
sudden I thought: it’s not only about a nice advance, especially the relation 
with the editor is of importance.
[…]
I knew that the launch of Das Mag Publishers would attract a lot of attention, 
its foundation would parallel the publication of my book. If their structure 
23 ‘Debutante Lize Spit: “We begaan allemaal kleine gruwelijkheden”’ (Fortuin and Jaeger 
2016).
24 ‘Sommige auteurs worden door hun uitgevers onder druk gezet’ (Leen 2016).
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with 3000 co-founders would work, I could already be sure of 3000 readers. 
That is a lot for a debut. And I have faith in publisher Daniël van der Meer 
and editor Marscha Holman.25 (Leen 2016; emphasis added)
In Childress’s scheme of creation, production, and reception (Childress 
2017), deals between authors and publishers usually take place in the f ield 
of production, but the f ield of reception also played a part in this deal. By 
signing a deal with Das Mag Publishers (f ield of production), Spit simultane-
ously signed up for a relatively large pre-established reading audience (f ield 
of reception).
Furthermore, she explicitly conf irms the good terms and conditions 
that Das Mag uses as a branding strategy: she gets paid well and receives 
extensive guidance by her editor. She is also aware that the reception of 
her debut would be influenced by the great fuss that the launch of Das Mag 
Publishers would attract. Published by Das Mag, she would be able to count 
on a great amount of media attention that she otherwise might not have 
had, especially when it is taken into account that this was her f irst novel and 
that she was relatively unknown to the public. Although Spit claims that her 
choice for Das Mag is a strategic one (in terms of money, supervision, and 
potential readers), she does not appear to consider how Das Mag’s maverick 
position (Becker 1982) could – either positively or negatively – affect her 
book’s success. As mavericks are in a position to be excluded by established 
f igures in the literary f ield, conforming herself to the Das Mag brand would 
potentially damage the reception of The Melting.
In the context of the quote above, it is slightly odd that Spit states in an 
interview with 8WEEKLY that she could not stand that ‘it is presented as if 
I came out of the blue’ (Dedeurwaerder 2016).26 Although it is true that she 
had already made her entrance in the literary f ield before publishing with 
Das Mag (she won the creative writing contest WriteNow in 2013), it was only 
25 ‘Toen Das Mag als uitgever op de radar verscheen, was ik al twee jaar in gesprek met andere 
uitgevers, zonder dat er eigenlijk een letter op papier stond. Ik wilde weten hoeveel uitgeverijen 
voor me over hadden. Ik wilde een voorschot dat me in staat stelde om lang te kunnen schrijven. 
Een van de uitgeverijen wilde een pre empt doen op mijn boek, wat betekent dat andere uitgevers 
geen contract meer konden bieden en plots dacht ik: het gaat niet alleen om een mooi voorschot, 
vooral het contact met de redacteur is van belang. […] Ik wist dat de lancering van Das Mag als 
uitgeverij op veel aandacht zou kunnen rekenen, het vestigen van de uitgeverij zou onder andere 
met mijn boek gebeuren. Als hun structuur met 3.000 aandeelhouders van de grond kwam, wist 
ik me al verzekerd van 3.000 lezers. Voor een debuut is dat veel. En ik heb vertrouwen in uitgever 
Daniël Van der Meer en redactrice Marscha Holman’ (Leen 2016).
26 ‘Maar waar ik niet zo goed tegen kan, is dat het soms wordt voorgesteld alsof ik uit het niets 
ben opgedoken’ (Dedeurwaerder 2016).
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with the publication of The Melting that she became a well-known author. 
She appears to feel uncomfortable being hyped by the press as a young author 
who all of a sudden shakes up the literary world. This is, however, in great 
part the result of her conformity with the Das Mag brand. Being a Das Mag 
author, Lize Spit is quickly associated with Das Mag’s anti-conventional 
stance in the literary f ield.
Despite this small crack in an otherwise smooth wall, Spit appears to sup-
port the brand by repeating Das Mag’s message of the alternative publishing 
model in her presentation to the outside world. She, however, only conforms 
to the anti-conventions pillar of Das Mag’s self-branding. Democratic and 
ironical rhetorical devices are not something she incorporates explicitly in 
her self-presentation. Spit’s main role lies in the f ield of creation, whereas 
Das Mag’s focus is on the promotional strategies in between the f ields of 
production and reception. In order for her to be taken seriously as an author 
in the f ield of reception, her reputation would not necessarily improve 
by expressing ironical attitudes towards the literary f ield in which she is 
trying to inscribe herself. Although there are examples in Dutch literary 
history of successful authors who adopted an ironical stance towards the 
literary f ield as a core feature of their posture, such as Gerard Reve (Praat 
2014), it does not necessarily follow that irony is a recipe for success in the 
f ield of reception.
Das Mag’s and Spit’s image: acceptance of and resistance to the 
Das Mag brand
The postures of Das Mag and Lize Spit mainly take shape along the borders 
of the f ields of production and reception where the promotional strategies 
for The Melting are carried out. While Spit endorses the self-branding process 
of Das Mag, this does not automatically lead to the establishment of the Das 
Mag brand in the Dutch literary f ield. In order for that to happen, actors 
in the f ield of reception have to accept the norms and values Das Mag 
promotes up to a certain extent. In case critics, journalists, and readers 
approach Das Mag’s self-branding with resistance, the acceptance of the 
Das Mag brand in the literary f ield and the branded book The Melting could 
be in danger. Furthermore, responses from actors in the f ield of creation 
(fellow authors) and production (fellow publishers) could also influence 
the prosperity of the brand.
On a general level, the Das Mag brand has been promoted by Arnon 
Grunberg, one of the most established authors in the Dutch literary f ield, 
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as well as by celebrities Arjen Lubach and Arie Boomsma,27 who all in-
vested in Das Mag Publishers. These investments obviously represent an 
endorsement of Das Mag’s norms and values. Furthermore, established 
author Charlotte Mutsaers transferred from her former publisher to Das 
Mag, which is also a clear sign of endorsement. This is equally true for the 
readers who contributed f inancially to the founding of Das Mag Publishers, 
which is perhaps an indirect result of Das Mag’s democratic address to the 
crowd. Subsequently, the crowd supported the Das Mag brand by buying 
The Melting in massive numbers; it has sold over 250,000 copies and can 
thus be labelled a bestseller. Of course, readers did not necessarily buy the 
book because they wanted to support the publishing house, but the great 
sales records def initely contributed to the brand’s success. On top of that, 
critics have almost unanimously praised the artistic content of the book, 
both in daily newspapers and in literary magazines.28
However, not all actors in the literary f ield have been so compliant with 
Das Mag. This was most apparent in the reactions from fellow publishers 
to Das Mag’s publishing model. Although some of them were positive,29 
an important share was critical of Das Mag’s self-proclaimed innovations. 
Although Eric Vissers (De Geus Publishers) said to ‘admire’ the progressive 
ideals of Das Mag, he thought that their innovations were ‘marginal’ and 
‘possibly not feasible’ (De Jong 2015).30 Vissers also stated that there always 
have been publishers who have plenty of attention for their authors in spite of 
Das Mag claiming otherwise. Joost Nijsen (Podium Publishers) was extremely 
critical, accusing Das Mag of ‘an inexpertly and generalized representation of 
the current state of affairs’ (idem). He explicitly refers to their self-branding, 
claiming that authors ‘won’t be impressed by their transparent attempt at 
self-branding’ (idem).31 These points of criticism place Das Mag’s alleged 
27 Arie Boomsma and Arjen Lubach are both TV celebrities, both particularly popular among 
young people. As a host of the widely viewed prime-time programme Zondag met Lubach, Arjen 
Lubach might even be regarded as one of the Netherlands’ top influencers.
28 For an overview of the reception of The Melting, see van Gerrewey 2016.
29 In 2017, the influential Mizzi van der Pluijm even quit her job at Atlas Contact to join Das 
Mag Publishers (De Rek 2017).
30 ‘Ook heb ik een ander idee over de vernieuwingen die Das Mag aankondigt. Die vind ik 
marginaal en vraag me af of het haalbaar is. […] Ik bewonder de oprichters van Das Mag, ik 
herken waarom ik zelf ook ooit begonnen ben met uitgeven, ik had dezelfde soort idealen. Wel 
ben ik benieuwd of ze hun principes waar kunnen maken’ (De Jong 2015).
31 ‘Wat een ondeskundige en generaliserende voorstelling van zaken geven ze in hun ram-
melende opiniestuk. […] Dit alles verloopt bijna overal in nauwe, vruchtbare samenwerking 
met hun auteurs, die van deze doorzichtige poging tot zelf-etalering van Das Mag niet onder 
de indruk zullen raken’ (De Jong 2015).
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innovative spirit in a different light. Although ‘Less books, more attention’ 
is a powerful branding strategy, it does not necessarily follow that ‘More 
books, less attention’ is a def ining feature of the majority of contemporary 
Dutch publishers.
Also signif icant is that Das Mag and its authors, including Spit, were 
not invited by Collectieve Propaganda van het Nederlandse Boek (CPNB) 
to the ‘Boekenbal’ in 2017.32 The reason for this is that Das Mag refused 
to join the national publisher’s foundation GAU because Das Mag thinks 
it lags behind in innovative action (Steinz 2017). CPNB Press Off icer Peter 
Roosendaal stated that: ‘[Das Mag] rebels against the establishment and 
apparently thinks we are not fun enough. They should organize their own 
gala’ (cited in Steinz 2017).33 Despite Spit being a highly relevant author in 
that year, she was not welcome at the yearly gathering of all the big shots 
in Dutch literature. This is more likely the result of Das Mag’s self-branding 
as anti-conventional and has little to do with Spit as such. As the main 
representative of the Dutch literary establishment, CPNB thus takes an 
oppositional stance towards the anti-conventional aspect of Das Mag’s 
branding strategy, which is what one would expect in light of Becker’s theory 
on the position of mavericks in art worlds.
As an exception to all the positive reviews and media attention, one 
critical piece on The Melting appeared. Ref lecting on the reception of 
the novel, Christophe van Gerrewey laments that the media attention 
was mainly focused on the autobiographical nature of the novel and Das 
Mag’s online promotional strategies instead of focusing on ‘content, style, 
influence or meaning’ (Van Gerrewey 2016).34 He also accuses Das Mag 
of bad editorial work, as the novel contained ‘sloppy language’. This is in 
opposition to Das Mag’s claim that they put extensive effort into editorial 
guidance, a message also corroborated by Spit. Furthermore, Van Gerrewey 
is resistant towards Spit’s ‘predictable and spectacular’ plot-based style 
which only contributes to drawing the reader in and does not relate to the 
literary-historical context of the novel as such. In general, he taunts the 
‘one-dimensional positive reception, followed by a success similar to mass 
32 The ‘Boekenbal’ is a yearly gala where all relevant people in the Dutch literary f ield are 
invited. Invitations are sent by the CPNB to those people who are deemed important to the 
literary production of that particular year.
33 ‘Ze strijden tegen het establishment en vinden ons blijkbaar niet leuk genoeg. Dan moeten 
ze zelf maar een bal organiseren’ (Steinz 2017).
34 ‘En dan gaat het niet eens over het soort aandacht, die zelden rond inhoud, stijl, invloed 
of betekenis draait, maar meestal rond marketing, pronostieken en het geboortedorp van de 
auteur’ (Van Gerrewey 2016).
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psychosis’ (idem).35 As a critic, Van Gerrewey appears to be alone in his 
critique of the commodification of The Melting. Although its artistic content 
has been praised widely, Van Gerrewey argues that Das Mag’s branding of the 
novel has resulted in a primarily commercial rather than artistic product. 
Van Gerrewey’s criticism is especially relevant in light of Das Mag’s aim to 
revive literature by connecting with a new audience whilst not driven by an 
artistic vision on what good literature entails (Vaessens and Delissen 2014). 
These democratic and anti-conventional aspects of the Das Mag brand might 
have offended Van Gerrewey, who represents the more traditional idea that 
literature should be situated within a specif ic literary-historical framework.
Conclusion
In line with the idea of a maverick (Becker), Das Mag has been rebelling 
against what they present as the customs and rules of the literary f ield. 
Clayton Childress remarks that every publisher has to take on a certain 
number of manuscripts per year in order to have a reasonable chance of 
commercial success (Childress 2017: 94). Das Mag turns this upside down: 
they claim to publish fewer books and give more money to their authors, 
which makes their undertaking more commercially uncertain than if they 
conformed to the traditional publishing model as described by Childress. 
In general, uncertainty is one of the governing principles in the creation, 
production, and reception of books (233) as a publisher can never be sure 
how good the quality of the book will be (in the f ield of creation), or how 
the public and the press will react to it and what the sales f igures will 
look like (in the f ield of reception). In the case of The Melting, this level of 
uncertainty was relatively high as it was a debut by an author whose name 
was not yet established and also one of the f irst novels for the publishing 
house. This turned out to be a risk worth taking. Despite – or perhaps partly 
because of – the great amount of uncertainty inherent in Das Mag’s allegedly 
non-traditional publishing model and the publication of Spit’s debut novel, 
The Melting received predominantly positive reactions from readers and 
critics, and the sales f igures skyrocketed. There was, however, an obvious 
35 ‘De veelgeprezen plot is foutloos, maar ook voorspelbaar en spectaculair nadrukkelijk, 
zonder levenskansen voor de contingentie die menselijke motieven eigen is. […] Het geldt voor 
andere recente boeken, maar in Het smelt komt het samen: een eenzijdig positieve receptie, 
gevolgd door succes dat aan massapsychose grenst, van een roman zonder stilistische precisie, 
met een overaanbod aan spectaculaire ellende en schaamteloosheid, en vol eendimensionale 
verhoudingen’ (Van Gerrewey 2016).
This content downloaded from 195.169.222.40 on Mon, 10 May 2021 13:53:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
352 roel sMeets 
discrepancy between the uncertainties regarding the launch of Das Mag 
Publishers and the self-confident bravado of their self-branding. Das Mag 
cultivated this uncertainty and made it part of their brand.
In this contribution, the publication of The Melting has been studied 
through the lens of Das Mag’s self-branding. In that process, three key 
features of the Das Mag brand stand out: a democratic appeal to the reader, 
a self-proclaimed anti-conventional attitude, and irony. As an author, Lize 
Spit publicly endorses the brand’s anticonventional message about the 
Dutch publishing industry but does not explicitly incorporate the same 
ironical and democratic attitudes in her self-presentation. This has led to 
little resistance in the f ield of reception: The Melting became a bestseller, 
received mainly positive reviews from critics, and the Das Mag brand 
was widely endorsed by actors in the f ield of reception. Interestingly (and 
perhaps expectedly), resistance mainly came from actors who operate in 
the f ield of production. Some fellow publishers and the CPNB refused to 
go along with Das Mag’s rhetoric, accusing them of an amateurishly false 
representation of the current state of affairs in the literary f ield. Their 
resistance is understandable: Das Mag proclaims to oppose the publishing 
model they allegedly represent.
Through this posture-analytical perspective on Das Mag’s and Spit’s 
postures, and the ways in which critics, journalists, and fellow publishers 
responded to them, this chapter has reconstructed how The Melting did not 
suffer from the anti-conventional, democratic, and ironical tone Das Mag 
adopted in their self-branding. Still, it would be going too far to conclude 
that The Melting’s commercial and symbolic success is a direct result of 
these rhetorical devices, as the book’s alluring content undoubtedly played 
a part in that as well. It is, however, remarkable that the resistance to the 
Das Mag brand appeared to have played a negligible part in its reception. 
Mavericks such as Das Mag take a risk by publicly contesting what they see 
as the norms and values of the establishment. Becker asserts that mavericks 
mostly remain ‘curiosities’ as ‘very few mavericks gain the respect of the 
art world they are quarrelling with’ (Becker 1982: 245). Das Mag appears to 
be one of those ‘very few’. They have not been neglected or banned from 
the Dutch literary f ield but have instead received support from some of 
the most established actors in the f ield (e.g. Arnon Grunberg, Charlotte 
Mutsaers, Mizzi van der Pluijm), although they were met with resistance by 
equally established actors (e.g. CPNB, fellow publishers). As such, the Das 
Mag brand has created an environment in which authors such as Lize Spit 
can prosper. This prosperity is partly due to the strategies Das Mag used to 
put their brand on the map.
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